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Abstract

The purpose of this paper is to provide educators and counselors with a framework for under-
standing the academic self-concepts of gifted students. As academic self-concept is theoretically 
linked with other constructs, including academic achievement and aspirations, it is vital that edu-
cators and counselors are aware of the experiences gifted students may face. Implications for 
educators and counselors are discussed.
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Teachers often see signs that af-
fect—the social and emotional aspects of stu-
dents' lives—plays an important role in their 
classrooms. For example, teachers routinely 
witness the effects of test anxiety, mood, 
emotional trauma, peer influences, confi-
dence, and motivation on academic perform-
ance. These emotional and social factors are 
rarely reported on report cards or standard-
ized test results, but practitioners have always 
believed that non-academic factors influence 
how well students learn, perform, and 
achieve.

Over the past decade or so, research-
ers within the fields of gifted education and 
talent development have explored these affec-
tive influences on achievement. For example, 
researchers have explored psychological ad-
justment, the psychological and behavioral 
consequences of lack of challenge in school, 
depression and self-esteem, and stress and 
coping (Kanevsky & Keighley, 2003; Gal-
lagher, Harradine, & Coleman, 1997; Plucker 
& McIntire, 1996).

Self-concept is one affective construct 
that has received a great deal of attention in 
the scholarly literature and popular media. 
Self-concept is, at the most simplistic level, 
an idea or set of ideas one has about oneself. 
A child has distinct views of self within vari-
ous areas, including general self-concept and 
more specific social, physical, and academic 
self-concepts (Marsh & Shavelson, 1985). 
During adolescence, these ideas become more 
abstract and differentiated as more complex 
forms of self-representation take shape (Erik-
son, 1968; Harter, 1986). The ideas students 
hold about themselves provide useful infor-
mation for teachers, as students’ self-concept 
impacts student learning and achievement.

In particular, the academic self-
concept, or how one feels about his or her 
academic abilities, is helpful for understand-

ing a variety of school-related issues, in-
cluding educational and occupational aspi-
rations and school achievement (Hoge & 
Renzulli, 1993). Many  researchers have 
split academic self-concept into mathe-
matical and verbal self-concepts, along 
with a general “school” self-concept (e.g., 
Plucker & Stocking, 2001). A student’s 
perceptions of his or her math ability may 
influence the kinds of math activities he or 
she pursues, such as puzzles, math brain 
teasers, and competitions. Likewise, a stu-
dent’s perceptions of his or her verbal abil-
ity  may influence the kinds of verbal ac-
tivities he or she pursues, such as books of 
differing reading levels, writing or litera-
ture courses, and word games. In turn, par-
ticipation in these sorts of activities can 
influence future decisions, such as enroll-
ment in advanced courses, and even choice 
of college major and future occupation. 
Math and verbal self-concepts have also 
been linked to achievement in school. Stu-

dents who feel better about  their math or 
verbal ability tend to perform better in the 
corresponding subject  area (Marsh, Parker, 
& Barnes, 1985; Marsh & Yeung, 1998).

 
Self-Concept and Gifted Students

The general academic self-concept 
of gifted children has been addressed in a 
variety of ways and toward a number of 
different ends, but one thing remains the 
same: academic self-concept is important 
for academically gifted students. In gen-
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corresponding subject area.”



eral, gifted students tend to have positive 
general academic self-concepts, which are 
higher than those of less academically tal-
ented peers (Hoge & Renzulli, 1993), as well 
as higher than their own social self-concepts 
(Ross & Parker, 1980). 

General academic self-concept has 
been positively  linked to achievement for 
gifted students. Some researchers (e.g., Ca-
slyn & Kenny, 1977; Garg, 1992) have found 
that a student must first  do well in school to 
have a high academic self-concept, while oth-
ers (e.g., Marsh, Trautwein, Lüdtke, Köller, & 
Baumert, 2005; Valentine, DuBois, & Cooper, 
2004) support the notion that a high academic 
self-concept is a precursor to achievement. 
Strong arguments exist for both sides, sug-
gesting that the relationship between aca-
demic achievement and academic self-
concept is likely reciprocal (Hamachek, 1995; 
House, 2000). Further, Marsh (1991) found 
high school students’ academic self-concepts 
are an indicator of their decisions to attend 
postsecondary  education. And, among college 
students, academic self-concept is related to 
aspirations for graduate school (Rinn, 2007) 
and career aspirations (Betz & Hackett, 
1983). 

The ramifications of a decrease in 
academic self-concept are many. Both socio-
emotional and academic development could 
be hindered. For example, Harter (1992) 
found that, in a self-contained gifted program, 
students whose perceived competence de-
creased, experienced a corresponding de-
crease in intrinsic motivation to participate in 
the gifted program. Further, Marsh and Yeung 
(1998) found that academic self-concept is a 
predictor of course selection, even when tak-
ing into account students’ school grades. Stu-
dents with a low academic self-concept might 
be more likely to choose less challenging 

classes and programs than students with a 
higher academic self-concept.

Specific math and verbal self-
concepts may provide more detailed in-
formation about student functioning than 
general academic self-concept. Although 
gifted children tend to have more positive 
views of their general and specific abilities 
than other students (Brounstein, Holahan, 
& Dreyden, 1991), the relationship  be-
tween achievement and self-concept in a 
particular academic area is not clear (Hoge 
& Renzulli, 1993). For example, a gifted 
student demonstrating strong mathematical 
and verbal achievement will not necessar-
ily  have both high mathematical and ver-
bal self-concepts. As teachers, we cannot 
always assume gifted students’ math or 
verbal self-concepts are based on their 
achievement, and vice-versa. Given the 
relationship between self-concept and 
other outcomes, this finding may  be of 
concern to teachers of academically gifted 
students.

Two popular models of academic 
self-concept development exist within the 
field of gifted education that may provide 
insight regarding the needs of academi-
cally gifted students.

The Big Fish Little Pond Effect
When academically gifted students 

are put in self-contained or pull-out pro-
grams, attend Advanced Placement (AP) 
classes, accelerate into more advanced 
classes, or attend prestigious universities, 
they  will experience a new environment 
with equally competent peers, usually 
more challenging materials, and more rig-
orous requirements. One reality they inevi-
tably have to encounter is a more compe-
tent peer group than they are used to in a 
regular classroom. This could be exciting 
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and threatening at the same time. This is ex-
citing because a peer group of equal academic 
caliber gives personal validation to one’s 
identity  and serves to mutually reinforce each 
other’s talents and interests. This can be 
threatening, though, because individuals, par-
ticularly those who might already feel inse-
cure, are likely  to feel that the very talents 
people have touted about them and the top 
student status they  have enjoyed in the regular 
classroom are no longer a sure thing; there are 
potentially more talented people in the new 
peer group. 

When two students of the same ability 
or achievement level are put in different 
classrooms or programs, the one who is with 
the high ability or achievement group tends to 
experience a temporarily  lower self-concept 
in respective domains than the one with the 
less able group. This effect has been labeled 
the Big Fish Little Pond Effect (BFLPE; 

Marsh, Chessor, Craven, & Roche, 1995; 
Marsh & Parker, 1984). The BFLPE is pre-
sumably  based on a social comparison theory 
that argues people derive their self-concept by 
comparing themselves with their immediate 
peer group as a frame of reference. In other 
words, a big fish that is used to being in a lit-
tle pond may reassess his or her own compe-
tence when put  into a larger pond, with even 
bigger fish. 

Although the BFLPE model is not 
specific to gifted programs, facets of the 
BFLPE have been examined with gifted 
and high ability students ranging in grade 
from the early elementary years (Tymms, 
2001) to the college years (Rinn, 2007), 
and the practical implications are obvious 
and have already produced repercussions 
in the gifted education community (e.g., 
Dai & Rinn, 2008; Plucker, Robinson, 
Greenspon, Feldhusen, McCoach, & Sub-
otnik, 2004). It  is important to note that 
the potential decrease in academic self-
concept may not have any lasting effects 
(Moon, Feldhusen, & Dillon, 1994). For 
example, within the first few days in a 
three-week residential program, academi-
cally gifted children’s math and verbal 
self-concepts were higher than average 
(Plucker & Stocking, 2001). Further, 
Marsh (1987) notes the BFLPE might  be 
smaller for older students, as they  “typi-
cally have some basis for the assessment 
of their own academic skills that  is inde-
pendent of the performances of their 
classmates, and they  often know how the 
average ability level of their classmates 
compares with some broader frame of ref-
erence” (p. 282). 

The Internal/External Frame of 
Reference Model

By understanding the development 
of math and verbal self-concept, we can 
design instructional opportunities to pro-
mote positive self-concept. One model that 
helps us understand the development of 
specific math and verbal self-concepts is 
the internal/external frame of reference 
model (I/E model; Marsh, 1986).

According to the I/E model, stu-
dents base their math and verbal self-
concepts on two simultaneous sets of 
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social comparison theory that 
argues that people derive their 

self-concept by comparing 
themselves with their immediate   

peer group.”



comparisons. The internal comparison (or 
“frame of reference”) includes an individual 
student’s appraisal of his or her ability in one 
academic area (e.g., math) compared to his or 
her ability  in other academic areas (e.g., Eng-
lish). The external comparison is the student’s 
evaluation of competence in that academic 
area relative to the perceived ability of peers. 
Peer groups provide important information 
about relative standing in a given area (Fest-
inger, 1954; Skaalvik & Rankin, 1990). 
Therefore, a student’s self-concept in mathe-
matics, for example, is derived from his or 
her perceived math competence relative to 
how he or she performs in other subject areas 
and how strong he or she thinks his or her 
peers are in math. Of course, moving into a 
new, more talented, peer group might result  in 
a BFLPE phenomenon. 

The I/E model suggests that achieve-
ment in one area has a direct positive effect 
on self-concept in the related area (due to the 
external comparisons) and a negative effect 
on the self-concept in the other area (due to 
the internal comparisons). For example, a 
student’s verbal achievement would have a 
strong positive impact on his or her verbal 
self-concept and a moderate negative impact 
on his or her math self-concept. The compet-
ing effects of the external and internal com-
parisons largely  cancel each other out, and a 
student’s math self-concept development may 
appear to be unrelated to his or her verbal 
self-concept, although he or she may have 
very similar mathematics and verbal 
achievement.

The I/E model has been applied to 
gifted students’ math and verbal self-concept 
development with some success. Williams 
and Montgomery (1995) found evidence of 
both internal and external comparisons in the 
self-concept development of a group of high 
school honors students. Plucker and Stocking 

(2001) found that  the I/E model success-
fully  explained the math and verbal self-
concept development of academically 
gifted students enrolled in an intensive 
summer residential program. In addition, 
they  found evidence that the internal/
external frame of reference model explains 
math and verbal self-concept development 
for students with both mathematical and 
verbal strengths, and students with 
strengths in either, but not both, areas. Re-
cently, although they were not using a 
gifted sample, Marsh and Hau (2004) 
found support for the I/E model in a study 
that included students from 26 countries, 
illustrating the generalizability of the I/E 
model. Mui, Yeung, Low, and Jin (2000) 
found support for the I/E model with a 
sample of gifted, Chinese adolescents. 

Further, despite often found differ-
ences in math and verbal self-concepts 
among males and females, such that males 
typically have higher math self-concepts 
(Williams & Montgomery, 1995) and fe-
males typically have higher verbal self-
concepts (Marsh & Yeung, 1998), the I/E 
model appears to work the same for both 
males and females. Using a sample of 181 
gifted adolescents, Rinn, McQueen, Clark, 
and Rumsey  (2008) did not find gender 
differences within the I/E model, thus pro-
viding support for Marsh’s (1986) original 
notion that the I/E model is equally  gener-
alizable to males and females. Other re-
searchers have also failed to find evidence 
for gender differences with regard to the I/
E model (e.g., Marsh & Yeung). 
Implications for Teachers and Counselors
 Based on the BFLPE and the I/E 
model, Marsh and his colleagues (1995) 
suggested a number of strategies to de-
crease the negative effects of social com-
parison on student’s academic self-
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concepts. We have elaborated upon and added 
to these suggestions in light of our research 
and experiences working with gifted and tal-
ented adolescents in a variety  of instructional 
and social settings.

1. Recognize the breadth of self-concepts 
that may be held by each talented student. 
The foundation of the I/E model is that  a 
student may have very different self-
concepts in different content areas, even if 
the student is equally  successful in all ar-
eas. Assuming that a student sees him- or 
herself as very  talented in English just be-
cause he or she tests well in all academic 
areas overlooks the potential impact of 
internal and external comparisons in that 
student’s life. A teacher is better off exam-
ining the ways in which the gifted adoles-
cent sees him- or herself as having aca-
demic strengths in some areas and weak-
nesses in others. Gifted adolescents see 
themselves as complex, multifaceted peo-
ple, even within the area of academic per-
formance, and educators and parents 
should try to see them in the same light.

2. Self-concept should not be viewed as a 
means to its own end. There is little credi-
ble evidence that boosting self-concept 
with praise and a lowered level of chal-
lenge provides lasting change in a stu-
dent’s intellectual achievement. Indeed, 
challenge may have a short-term, negative 
effect on self-concept but a positive long-
term effect as a student’s confidence 
slowly increases. In this way, even failure 
during a challenging task can lead to an 
enhanced and healthy self-concept within 
a specific academic area. Emphasizing a 
student’s unique, realistic contribution, 
rather than praising a hollow intellectual 
success can boost self-confidence in a 

challenging program. Although an un-
realistically high academic self-
concept is not healthy for gifted stu-
dents’ development, teachers should be 
aware of opportunities to provide rea-
sonable feedback that will encourage 
students’ positive academic self-
concepts and perhaps lead to increased 
achievement.

“Information about learning 
styles, motivation, and self-
concept can be very helpful 

when designing learning expe-
riences for talented adoles-

cents.”

3. Consider information beyond grades 
and test scores when planning educa-
tional experiences for gifted and tal-
ented students. Information about 
learning styles, motivation, and self-
concept can be very helpful when de-
signing learning experiences for tal-
ented adolescents. Learning more 
about our students will help us develop 
academic experiences to meet their 
affective needs without compromising 
intellectual rigor. For example, teach-
ers can develop assessments in which 
students pursue projects of personal 
interest. Gifted students, like other stu-
dents, benefit from the opportunity to 
express themselves through their work, 
and providing students with choices 
within a curriculum provides a unique 
basis for self-assessment and will 
likely result in increased motivation 
and positive self-concept. Depending 
on their age, gifted students can benefit 
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particularly from independent research 
projects that can be designed to answer 
questions of interest to the students. Sev-
eral gifted education models (e.g., the 
Schoolwide Enrichment Model, Renzulli, 
2005; the Parallel Curriculum Model, 
Tomlinson et al., 2002) have been shown 
to be especially effective in this regard.

4. Balance student exposure to competitive, 
cooperative, and individualistic activities 
in the classroom. Some gifted students 
may thrive in a highly competitive atmos-
phere, but that type of environment can 
foster social comparisons that may  lower 
self-concept, as per the BFLPE. Students 
are better served if a variety of approaches 
are used in the classroom. For example, 
we visited an advanced math class at a 
summer program in time to see a rousing 
game of “Around the World,” where stu-
dents were pitted one against the other in 
a test of speed and trigonometry  facts. A 
number of students clearly enjoyed the 
game and appreciated the opportunity to 
compare their skills to others, but others 
were nervous and self-conscious. At an-
other intensive summer program, students 
working on team-based technology pro-
jects often faltered due to their lack of 
familiarity  with cooperative activities in 
which one group was not “the winner” 
(Plucker & Gorman, 1995). Students need 
to experience a mixture of cooperative 
(working with others), individualistic 
(competing against oneself), and competi-
tive (competing against others) environ-
ments to become comfortable with learn-
ing under a variety of such contexts.

5. Consider each student's participation in 
multiple instructional contexts. Gifted 
students spend their academic lives in a 
variety of instructional settings (Stocking, 

1998). In addition to the regular class-
room, they often attend after-school, 
weekend, and summer programs, all of 
which allow the talented adolescent to 
interact with a different peer group 
than is found in regular classroom set-
tings. The impact of a particular in-
structional context on academic self-
concept may be influenced by the per-
ceived competence of peers, the 
method for selecting students for a 
program, the ability of the teacher to 
work with academically talented stu-
dents, the level of competition, type of 
curriculum and level of curriculum dif-
ferentiation, and assessment strategies 
(Plucker & Stocking, 2002). With tal-
ented adolescents often participating in 
several such contexts over the course 
of a year, teachers should consider 
how all of these experiences influence 
adolescents' views of themselves.

6. Provide students with feedback about 
individual growth instead of compari-
sons with other students in the class. 
This principle is an elaboration of the 
previous recommendation about bal-
ancing competition, collaboration, and 
individualism in the classroom. If stu-
dents are exposed to all of these expe-
riences, it is important for teachers to 
provide students with feedback about 
their progress within each area. With 
respect to individualistic experiences, 
students should receive feedback about 
performance relative to their own base-
lines and expected growth. In some 
cases, assessing gifted students accord-
ing to the standards for their age is ir-
relevant to the instructor and the stu-
dents, who realize that age or grade-
based standards far underestimate the 
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students’ potential performance. Regard-
ing cooperative activities, students should 
receive information about their interper-
sonal skills, and students should receive a 
wide range of data about their perform-
ance relative to peers during and after 
competitive learning experiences. In gen-
eral, this detailed feedback aids students 
in assessing their own abilities and form-
ing a realistic self-concept.

“Students should receive in-
formation about their inter-
personal skills, and students 

should receive a wide range of 
data about their performance 

relative to peers.”

7. Provide teachers with opportunities to 
learn more about the special needs of 
academically gifted adolescents. Any 
teacher can benefit from specialized train-
ing in new instructional strategies, and 
those methods that are effective for in-
structing gifted students can be beneficial 
to many students. However, when gifted 
students’ instructional needs are not met 
in the classroom, whether in pullout  pro-
grams or summer residential programs, 
students can suffer a variety of negative 
affective consequences, including nega-
tive impacts on academic self-concepts. A 
highly  trained teacher (with regard to dif-
ferentiation) is more likely to provide the 
optimal level of challenge and support 
that will encourage gifted students’ affec-
tive and intellectual development.

Conclusion
The discussion of gifted students’ 

self-concept development should not focus 
solely  on academic self-concept. Self-
concept researchers are widening their fo-
cus to include self-concept in areas as di-
verse as interpersonal relations and athletic 
ability  (e.g., Bain & Bell, 2004; Chanal, 
Marsh, Sarrazin, & Bois, 2005; Rinn & 
Wininger, 2007). Future research should 
extend the application of the I/E model 
and the BFLPE to address the influence of 
academic self-concept on the development 
of nonacademic dimensions, such as self-
concept in peer relations, physical attrac-
tiveness, and inter- and intra-personal rela-
tions, as well as examine changes in the I/
E model and BFLPE across time. In the 
meantime, these preceding recommenda-
tions provide a good starting point  for 
practitioners interested in fostering their 
gifted students’ academic self-concepts.
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